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FIGURE 1 – THE DYNAMICS OF CUSTOMER ADVOCACY

I have identified four interrelated firm strategies for leveraging customer advocacy.  
I illustrate each of these with reference to companies that are able to occupy this privileged position.

13

people & culture

January/February 2006

answers to clinical questions. For Alaris, 

customer knowledge has been a catalyst 

for deepening the relationship between the 

company and its users.

4. Enable choice transparency    
A fourth component of customer advocacy 

concerns the transparency of the firm’s 

offering and its willingness to do what 

is best for the customer, even if the 

recommended solution is provided by the 

competition. By emphasising positive part-

nership and support over traditional sales-

oriented relationship strategies, customers 

are more likely to grant the firm their trust 

- and tell their friends and colleagues. 

Choice transparency can be achieved 

through either online tools such as price 

comparison services, choice boards and 

personal decision-making guides or simply 

through employee recommendations 

derived from their own or the company’s 

knowledge base. It may also be provided 

by other customers in communities oper-

ated by the customer advocating company.  

Consider U.S. auto insurer Progres-

sive. It has a long tradition of innovation 

through customer advocacy. One initiative 

that has been well received is its recent 

move to offer a price comparison service 

on its web site. Previously, U.S. customers’ 

ability to compare rates across insurance 

companies was both time-consuming and 

complex. Now, by entering their personal 

information, driving history, vehicle details 

and other data on the Progressive web 

site, the company enables its customers 

to undertake a simple and direct market 

comparison of rates from Progressive and 

its competitors. 

E*TRADE, an online financial services 

company, provides a similar tool. Its online 

mortgage shopping service lets consum-

ers objectively compare E*TRADE’s offer 

with another lender’s before applying. 

E*TRADE delivers on customer advocacy 

by telling the shopper when its offer isn’t as 

good as the competition’s.

The Cisco, Harley Davidson, On*Star, 

Alaris, Progressive and E*TRADE examples 

all illustrate how customer advocacy is 

capable of unlocking new customer value. 

They each understand that there are 

mutual benefits to be realised by improving 

on their customers’ time, involvement, 

knowledge and access to markets whilst 

providing new forms of positive context 

and customer relationships. For example, 

although it sometimes loses out to its 

lower-priced competitors, Progressive’s 

customers often remain loyal simply 

because the service reinforces their trust 

in the business; this is underwritten by its 

brand values of openness, transparency 

and ‘maverick’ change aimed at constantly 

finding ways to do things better, faster and 

cheaper for its 12 million customers. 

Yet these are not isolated examples. 

Recent research demonstrates that cus-

tomer advocacy can have a positive impact 

on a firm’s performance. In 2003, Forrester 

Research asked 6,000 US consumers to 

assess the customer advocacy of their 

financial providers. They discovered that 

the firms with the best advocacy scores 

strongly correlate with higher satisfaction, 

greater cross-sell potential and deeper 

customer relationships. 
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